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County Agent’s Notes:

April 14, 2001

Relief from tomato spotted wilt.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
For generations, garden grown tomatoes have been a cherished item, especially in the
South. The fruit are used in a variety of ways, from the simple tomato and mayonnaise sandwich
to salads and soups. The tomato, which was once considered to be a poisonous plant, has
become a staple of the southern diet.
Southern gardeners are famous for their ability to grow tomatoes, and a sort or
competitive situation has developed among the better growers. I dare not name some of the
well-known artisans in this sport lest I start an argument. Most of you know the champs as well
or better than I do.
In recent years essentially everyone growing tomatoes has experienced very discouraging
results because of a disease that is so endemic that it can’t be well controlled. This disease is
called tomato spotted wilt. Unlike most tomato diseases that are caused by fungi, this disease is
caused by a virus for which there is little means of control.
The tomato spotted wilt virus (TSWV) is carried and spread by thrips as they feed on
various types of plants. These tiny insects can be controlled, but they are so numerous and fast
moving that the act of injecting the virus is usually accomplished before anything can be done to
control them. Consequently gardeners and produce farmers have been forced to endure an
almost annual devastation of the tomato crop.

The most common symptoms of tomato spotted wilt are leaves curling up along the
midvein, yellowing with coarse brown to black spots on leaves, water soaking on leaves and
petioles, and purpling of veins on the underside of the leaves. Usually the upper third of the plant
is most affected.
Research had for several years shown that insecticides could not effectively reduce
disease incidence, however some success was recently seen with restricted use insecticide
compounds on a very tight spray schedule. None of these chemicals are available to home
gardeners. Manipulation of planting date to avoid high thrips populations has shown some
success as has the use of reflective materials placed beneath plants.
Covering plants with a netting material to exclude thrips is also a possibility. This
material is usually available only in large quantities, and is not commonly found at garden
centers.
Starting plants indoors from seed may allow for production of TSWV-free plants that can
then be planted outside and covered with netting material. Even this method may not work since
thrips may travel indoors through open doors, windows, gaps in screens, and on clothing. Some
references mention that control of chickweed, a weed-host of the disease is important for
reducing the reservoir of the virus.
Researchers in Florida have recently developed a variety with good resistance to the
disease (BHN- 444), which was planted to a limited extent in commercial fields last year. This is
a roma-type tomato that has shown a lot of promise. However, the characteristics of this variety
may not be ideal for the home garden market. It is however encouraging that a variety with
resistance to TSWV does exist, and may lead to one better suited to the home gardener in the
next 3-4 years.

Probably the best thing home gardeners can do in the near future is to pull infected plants
and replant with healthy ones. They may have better success with plants started from seed
indoors rather than purchasing transplants. The netting material, when available, will provide a
way to exclude thrips from feeding on plants.
The BHN 444 variety is being made available by some nurseries this year, however there
will be nowhere near enough plants for everyone. It does not produce the type of fruit most
people want for table fare, however it will be fine for salads and cooking use. Given the
opportunity to buy them, planting two or three of these along with your other varieties will give
you a chance to evaluate them for yourself.

